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Synopsis
Richard Nelson and Sidney Winter argued more than 30 years ago that
If one views policy making as a continuing process, the organizational and institutional
structures involved become critical. Public policies and programs, like private activities, are
embedded in and carried out by organizations. And, in a basic sense, it is the organizations
that learn, and adapt. The design of a good policy is, to a considerable extent, the design of
an organizational structure capable of learning and of adjusting behavior in response to
what is learned.1
Yet, most current innovation and industrial policy debates have one thing in common:
implementation of policies is often assumed to be exogenous to policies; what matters is the policy
choice (e.g., what kind of R&D tax breaks work? should we have a public venture capital fund?), and
not how this choice is designed and implemented, and by whom. Thus, there is typically an inherent
policy bias when we talk about innovation, industry and the state. In all of the recent larger
evaluations of innovation policies, implementation issues have not received any special attention.2
This is all the more important in the post-2008 world where next to innovation policy also industrial
policy is making a comeback and questions about organizational capabilities for new industrial
policy efforts have become pertinent to its success or failure. The dynamics of public organizations
in terms of their internal structures have been largely ignored in the innovation literature—both
theoretically and empirically.3 This is a problem as being flexible, explorative and welcoming of
change is just as critical for public sector organizations as it is for business organizations in
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innovation eco-systems. As Albert Hirschman argued in 1987, understanding policy as process of
discovery requires a “…shift from total confidence in the existence of a fundamental solution for
social and economic problems to a more questioning, pragmatic attitude –from ideological certainty
to more open-ended, eclectic, skeptical inquiry”.
But how? Organizing and implementing innovation policy in creative explorative ways becomes
even more important when we consider mission-oriented policy initiatives aiming to tackle such
complex and multidisciplinary areas like climate change and aging societies. While mission oriented
innovations have been recognized,4 their organizational foundations have not. Missions imply
setting directions of change – that is, tilting (rather than leveling) the playing field to favor certain
types of change more than others.5 To a large extent, the IT revolution was picked as were also the
biotech, nanotech and green revolutions.6 What should be the core of the policy debate is not
whether policies require picking and choosing but how to enable such picking to occur in a way that
is guided by key lessons on how to nurture a learning and adaptation process which prevents the
system from getting locked into suboptimal circumstances. Missions should be broad enough to
catalyze many different sectors (the man on moon mission required a dozen sectors to engage) but
concrete enough to translate into specific problems to solve, so that progress toward the mission
can be evaluated on a continual basis. Organizational questions include how to view the state as
investor, with concrete ways to structure portfolios that not only de-risk b but work in real
partnership with business taking risks, co-creating and shaping markets which lay the path for
future investment opportunities.7
With this special issue we seek to answer the following broader research question: how should
public organizations be structured so they accommodate the risk-taking, explorative capacity and
capabilities needed to envision and manage contemporary challenges? We welcome both
theoretical and empirical contributions from both historical and contemporary angles.
Contributions can be comparative in their nature or take a case study format.
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